Purpose -The purpose of this work is to analyze, both from a theoretical and an empirical point of view, the significance of intangible assets in Spanish firms. Design/methodology/approach -To perform this study Spanish firms listed in the Spanish Securities and Exchange Commission (CNMV) were examined, in which intangible assets play a significant role in their business models. Using a questionnaire of 25 items, the final sample consisted of 39 firms (response rate ¼ 15.2 per cent) that could be used for the analyses. From the information thus gathered, a statistical treatment was implemented using the SPSS computer program and the answers to each of the 25 items were analysed. An analysis of principal components in the question was also established, in order to summarize all 12 reasons proposed into just a few factors. Findings -Among others, certain relevant conclusions about intangible assets indicated that: Spanish firms have moved from an industrial economy toward a knowledge-based economy; the disclosure of information about intangible assets in Spanish firms is still limited; some of the most relevant intangible assets are customer relationships, employee experience, information technologies, brand image, procedures and systems; and the number of indicators used by Spanish firms is about 20. Research limitations/implications -To select the sample for the questionnaire the database of the CNMV was used. The final sample thus comprised 257 firms, but the authors finally received answers from 39 firms. Practical implications -The paper is a very useful source of information for the Spanish firms and for investigators in this subject. Originality/value -This paper is pioneering in the analysis of the situation of intangible assets in Spanish firms, as well as in determining some of the most relevant intangible assets used by those firms.
Introduction
One of the most significant topics to appear in the reporting of firms in both the national and international arenas is that relating to the treatment of intangible assets or intangible resources. Although traditional intangible assets, such as research and development (R&D), goodwill, etc., are recognized in the annual accounts of firms, there are other intangible assets that affect all areas of the firm, such as organization, marketing, finances, etc., and that are not recognized in annual accounts. Nevertheless, these resources create an important and crucial value for the organization. Such intangible assets are not identifiable in explicit form and are therefore highly problematic since they are not generally recognized with a common definition, valuation and management. Additionally, there is little empirical evidence to provide information about the current status of such intangible assets in Spanish firms.
This situation has prompted us to carry out research, both theoretical and empirical, into the field. To conduct the present work we used the most current and relevant references available regarding the topic. Our aims were dual: on the one hand, we wished to develop a panoramic view of the different theoretical aspects concerning intangible assets and, on the other, we wished to carry out an empirical study of the relevance of such assets in Spanish firms. In doing so, we took as a reference point the firms registered in the National Commission of the Stock Market on December 31, 2001, these firms being representative of different types of activity.
In order to achieve the above aims, we developed our work as follows: after the introduction, we consider definitions of the most relevant intangible assets from the points of view of official standards and of suggested classifications. Next, we address the problems arising from the valuation and management of such assets and review the empirical work on intangible assets, focusing on the most current contributions. To develop our own empirical part, we describe the objectives that we are attempting to achieve, indicating the methodology applied to the investigation. Finally, we offer an explanation of the results obtained and discuss the general conclusions of the work.
Most relevant aspects of the definitions and classifications of intangible assets
Beginning with International Accounting Standard IAS 38, issued by the IASB in July 1998, intangible assets are defined as an identifiable non-monetary asset without physical substance held for use in the production or supply of goods or services, for rental to others, or for administrative purposes. An asset is a resource controlled by an enterprise as a result of past events, and from which future economic benefits are expected to flow to the enterprise (IASB, 1998, para. 2) .
At the international level, and also relevant, are the statements produced by the North American FASB and, in particular relation to the aims of the present study, Statement Financial Accounting Standard No. 142 (FASB, 2001b) was issued in June, 2001. SFAS No. 142 , relative to goodwill and other intangible assets, establishes that intangible assets are those that, not being financial, lack physical substance. As opposed to a detailed enumeration of requirements, NIC 38, the North American pronouncement, is outstanding for its brevity and its broadness of vision.
Focusing on our own country, from the public arena it is necessary to refer to the position adopted in the General Accounting Plan (PGC) of 1990. The Plan proposes a series of intangible assets, grouped in the area of intangible fixed assets, and establishes standards of valuation for these. It provides that an intangible fixed asset is formed by "intangible wealth assets constituted by rights capable of economic valuation". Thus this plan links intangible assets with associated rights of a legal type that are of any nature that can be valued. The PGC recognizes a series of intangible assets that can be valued without difficulty, but also excludes certain others, such as, for example, the geographical location of an entity, the loyalty of its customers, etc., whose valuation is complicated and controversial.
In the private sector, of relevance is Document No. 3, produced by the Spanish Association of Accounting and Business Administration (AECA, 1991) , which refers to intangible fixed assets and capitalised expenses. In this document, the term "intangible fixed assets", like the set of intangible assets recognized traditionally by accounting, refers to a set of assets with the following characteristics:
. they are of intangible nature;
. they are the fruits of economic transactions that originate from disbursements;
. they have the ability to generate income in the future;
. they are of greater duration than a fiscal year;
. they depreciate over time; and . they hinder comparisons with market values.
From an accounting perspective, in the conclusions of the Meritum Project (referred to below) Cañibano et al. (2002, p. 62 ) provide a definition of intangibles that attempts to highlight the common elements of the different definitions:
. . . non-monetary sources of probable future economic profits, lacking physical substance, controlled (or at least influenced) by a firm as a result of previous events and transactions (self-production, purchase or any other type of acquisition), and that may or may not be sold separately from other corporate assets.
Regarding the classifications made by different standards and pronouncements, we would emphasize that -rather than a classification -both NIC No. 38 and the General Accounting Plan and Document No. 3 of AECA are limited to merely enumerating intangible assets. For example, paragraph no. 8 of NIC 38 indicates the following intangible assets: scientific and technological knowledge, design and implementation of new processes or new systems, licenses or grants, intellectual property, commercial knowledge and marks, computer programs, author's copyright, movies, lists of customers, franchises, customer loyalty etc.
The classification carried out by Cañibano et al. (2002) as a conclusion to the Meritum Project can be considered to be a combination of the classification in three fields, considering both fixed assets and activities. This classification establishes that intellectual capital is a combination of the human, organizational, and relational resources of an organization. Human capital is defined as the knowledge that employees take with them if they leave the firm. It includes people's knowledge, skills, experiences and abilities. Structural capital is defined as the knowledge that remains within the firm at the end of the working day. It comprises organizational routines, procedures, systems, cultures, databases, etc. Relational capital is defined as all resources linked to the external relationships of the firm with customers, suppliers, or R&D partners. It comprises that part of human and structural capital involved in the firm's relations with stakeholders, plus the perceptions that these hold about the company. This division into human, relational and organizational capital, including not only static assets, but also activities and dynamical relations, fits in better with the current situation of firms, independent valuation and measurements posing major difficulties in practice; we shall address these aspects after completing our empirical work. In any case, as indicated by Gröjer (2001, p. 710) , we must assume that new forms of intangible assets will emerge in the future; that our universe of classification is subject to constant change, and that we are facing an issue that remains to be fully elucidated.
Situation of intangible assets in Spanish firms
3. Most relevant aspects of the valuation and management of intangibles After analyzing the different definitions and classifications proposed by standards issuing organizations and different authors, we now tackle the problem of the valuation and management of intangible assets.
The accounting model used traditionally is applied to firms established for industrial manufacture or commercial activities, in which the valuation of physical and financial assets is fundamental. This grants absolute pre-eminence to tangible assets over intangible ones. Thus, accounting statements fail adequately to reflect items that do not appear in accounting books and that are therefore valued by the firms themselves, the competition, and the markets. This undoubtedly results in a lack of coordination between the criteria for the recognition and measurement of intangible assets and the characteristics of the current economy and the current situation of firms.
At this point, therefore, we briefly analyze the accounting treatment of intangible assets in current accounting, both internationally and in Spain, before indicating later other possible valuation criteria.
The accounting treatment of intangible assets proposed by the IASB, the FASB and the work of García and Arias (2002, pp. 9-12) can be summarized as follows:
. The costs of internally developing, maintaining or restoring intangible assets that are not specifically identifiable, that have indeterminate lives, or that are inherent to a continuing business and that are related to an entity as a whole shall be recognized as an expense (FASB, 2001b, para. B23) .
. Industrial property rights are developed internally and these are capitalized.
. An intangible asset that is acquired individually shall initially be recognized and measured based on a reasonable value.
. When acquired through a business combination (SFAS 141 (FASB, 2001a) ) an intangible asset shall be recognized as an asset apart from goodwill if it arises from contractual or other legal rights. NIC 38 allows a firm to capitalize it if a reasonable value can be reliably derived [1] . Otherwise this will be included within goodwill (IASB, 1998, para. 27-9) .
Consequently, as opposed to the recognition individually in the balance sheet of normally acquired assets, those developed internally are more likely to be considered as expenses in the profits and losses account.
The Spanish situation concerning intangibles is not as advanced as that of the above international standards. The General Accounting Plan and the Resolution of the Spanish Accounting Standards Setting Board (ICAC) of January 21 1992 indicate the intangible assets that are recognized by Spanish legislation and that can form part of a balance sheet. The basic criterion of valuation of these is the acquisition price or production cost. It is necessary to amortize such items of fixed assets in the short-term (in general, not more than five years). The resources considered as intangible according to this work are human capital, customer and supplier relationships, the establishment of alliances, technology and internal processes . . .; they are expenses of the period in which they occur. The same appraisal can be applied to R&D expenses, which will be expenses of the period unless, at the end of a period, they fulfill a series of conditions concerning technical success and future economic or commercial profitability, etc.
As mentioned, it is anticipated that accounting statements in Spain do not reflect the true internal situation of firms, since they do not consider such intangible assets to be important for the firm. To obtain better information, both internally as well as externally, such statements must be complemented with notes in the annual report, with an intellectual capital report, or with other documents.
It is therefore apparent that the valuation of intangible assets is extremely complicated, since in many cases there is either no reference to a market or there is an environment of uncertainty that prevents an objective appraisal of the value of such assets. As a result, our accounting statements are mere documents in black and white. Proposals for change have been made in financial documents, who suggests dividing the balance sheet into several levels, depending on the measurement criteria used for the different items. The first level would include items that satisfy traditional accounting criteria, and successive levels (up to a total of five) would hold items that differ from some characteristic of the traditional model, such as happens with the R&D expenses. The lowest level would be occupied by more uncertain items, such as goodwill. Other proposals are directed towards expanding the information provided by the annual report.
Previously, many firms, especially those in northern European countries, have decided to evaluate their intellectual capital using financial and non-financial indicators with a view to being able to manage such intangible assets and to reflect them in a complementary report; we shall address this situation in our empirical study. In this respect, Nordic firms such as Celemi or Skandia are pioneers in the field, having published intellectual capital reports for the purpose of internal management use.
Later, some models for the management of intangibles proposed in recent years (of the tools available to measure and manage intangible resources) will be presented. In particular, we shall focus on the Intellectual Assets Monitor (Sveiby, 1997) and on the Navigator of Skandia (Edvinsson presented by Mouritsen et al., 2001, pp. 399-421) .
Intellectual Assets Monitor (Sveiby)
Another tool is the Intangible Assets Monitor (Sveiby, 1997) . This focuses on three types of intangible assets: external structure assets, internal structure assets and employee competence assets. The Swedish firm Celemi uses this intangible assets measuring tool. In its Invisible Balance, Celemi classifies its assets into three main categories: customers (external structure assets), organization (internal structure assets) and people (employee competence assets) (Ordóñez de Pablos, 2003, pp. 66-7) .
The Business Navigator of Skandia (Edvinsson) The Business Navigator consists of a kind of Balanced Scorecard with five aspects: financial, renewal and development, customer, process and human focus. Each aspect includes a series of indicators.
Both models, which are specific to the management of the intellectual capital of the organization, have the advantages of flexibility and dynamism; they also allow comparisons to be made with other firms and can even be applied to non-profit organizations. Nevertheless, at present they are not very well developed: their methodologies are confusing and their development is still in its infancy. Chaminade and Johanson (2002) have studied the fact that the managerial culture of a country influences the appearance of certain types of report. While in Scandinavian countries many organizations produce this type of additional information, in Spain such information is scarce, although once the cultural barrier has been overcome, the Situation of intangible assets in Spanish firms development of intellectual capital should not present significant differences at national level. As a conclusion of the Meritum Project carried out by different European authors, a series of guidelines has been published (Cañibano et al., 2002, pp. 80-83) to assist managers and to disclose information on intangible assets, and to foster the presentation of comparable reports. The resulting report of the process of management of intangible assets should contain three parts:
(1) The vision of the firm: strategic objectives accomplished by the company and how their achievement adds value for the firm's customers and other stakeholders. (2) A summary of intangible resources and activities. (3) A system of indicators: these can be financial or non-financial and all of them must be verifiable.
Review of the empirical work on intangible assets
The theoretical contributions concerning definitions, classifications, valuation and management of intangible assets have been revised by standards and pronouncements and have been reviewed by different authors. In this section, we focus on reviewing the empirical contributions that have been made concerning such assets. In this context, reference must be made to the Meritum Project (Measuring Intangibles to Understand and Improve Innovation Management), financed by the TSER Program of the European Commission. This project began in November 1998 and ended in April 2001. It has involved universities and organizations in different countries, namely, Spain (coordinator), France, Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Norway. During this Project, different documents emerged (see below) and these formed the basis of our empirical work:
. After considering different definitions and classifications concerning Celemi and Skandia, Johanson (2000) focuses on a sample of 11 Swedish firms belonging to different sectors of activity with a view to analyzing how they define and classify intangible assets. . Johanson et al. (2001) undertook an exploratory case study of 11 Swedish firms with a view to gaining insight into the importance of intangible assets as generators of results. The theoretical framework was based on a combination of evolutionary theory, of knowledge-based theory, and of learning organization.
. Mouritsen et al. (2001) focused on the intellectual capital reports elaborated by Skandia and considered them to be examples of the disclosure of information about intangible assets. These reports combine numbers, graphs, schemes and story to indicate the creation of value that takes place in the organization as a consequence of its intangible assets.
In the case of Spain, the main contribution comes from the Meritum Project. This study yielded conclusions that were collected in the Guidelines (Cañibano et al., 2002) and in those conclusions, the authors suggest the use of homogeneous and comparable indicators to enable intellectual capital to be measured and managed.
Objectives of the empirical study
We derived a classification from different theoretical contributions concerning intangible assets, accepting as valid the classification of intangible assets based on three groups: human, structural and relational capital. Later, we determined the lines of research that have been developed on the topic to date considering as most productive the contributions from this area that help to create value for the company.
Taking the works of Johanson (2000), Bukh et al. (2001) , Johanson et al. (2001) , Mouritsen et al. (2001) and the conclusions of the Meritum Project (Cañibano et al., 2002) as references, we undertook the present work in an attempt to analyze the situation of the valuation and management of intangible assets in Spanish firms. Although such endeavors have been undertaken in international firms, we wished to understand the reporting of intangible assets within Spanish firms belonging to different sectors of activity. Some of these sectors were considered in the Meritum Project, such as banks and electrical, electronic, insurance, research and telecommunications companies. Nevertheless, other sectors have not been studied and their study should afford us a better understanding of how these firms consider their intangible assets.
Our aim was to garner the perceptions of financial directors concerning the intangible assets of their firms, their view as to whether these are assessed and recorded properly in the current framework, and whether they are sufficiently well reported in current financial statements. Likewise, we analyzed the use of indicators for the management of intangible assets and whether the companies produce some type of intellectual capital report; who -in the opinion of the financial directors -should produce this, and what the possible reasons for preparing such a report should be. We conclude the study with a general question concerning their opinion about the possible success factors in their respective organizations.
Methodology of the empirical study
To accomplish the above, we developed a questionnaire of 25 items. To select the sample for the questionnaire we used the database of the Spanish Securities and Exchange Commission (CNMV), which includes Spanish firms from all sectors of activity. From this database, we chose those firms that had presented, at that time, their annual accounts for the financial year 2001. We did not wish to exclude the banks and saving banks sector (financial sector) since we believe that this is probably very important within Spanish the managerial economic framework and therefore undoubtedly affects the issue of the treatment of intangible assets. The final sample thus comprised 257 firms. Among the different options available for knowing the intangible, rather than traditional, assets of Spanish firms belonging to the different sectors of activity with greater precision and accuracy we used a questionnaire, although the information in the annual accounts only refers to intangible assets recognized legally.
In January 2003, we sent the questionnaire specifically to the financial directors of the above-mentioned firms for two main reasons. First, within the managerial staff financial directors are considered to be most directly related to the question of intangible assets from the accounting and financial points of view. Thus, in the work of Bukh et al. (2001, p. 94) regarding 19 Danish firms, in order to analyze the intellectual capital reports and how these were constructed the units involved were usually the Situation of intangible assets in Spanish firms human resources and the accounting departments. Our second reason was because the chief executive of companies tends to have more functions and responsibilities and this could mean that insufficient attention might be paid to the questions asked. We finally received answers from 39 firms (see Table I ), thereby obtaining a response percentage of 15.2 percent. In view of other studies that have employed the same methodology, this can considered acceptable. For example, in his study on the implementation of management accounting in Spain, Montesinos (1994, p. 8) achieved an average level of responses of 14 percent. Likewise, García et al. (2000, p. 62 ) obtained a response of 12 percent in their work addressing the factors that determine the choice and the change of auditors in Spanish firms. In a later work by Guenther and Beyer (2003, p. 144) concerning the publication of information about intangible assets in firms of the new economy in Germany, in a questionnaire sent to 343 firms the response percentage was 16 percent. Accordingly, our investigation lies within the range (12-16 percent) obtained in equivalent works.
The firms from which we received response can be grouped in the sectors reflected in Table II and Figure 1 .
The structure of the questionnaire can be summarized as follows:
.
General aspects. In this part, we posed questions concerning the change of perspective inside the firms; that is, whether financial directors perceived their firms more as a set of material resources (traditional view of firms) or as a set of knowledge (vision of the economy of the current firm). There were also questions referring to the handling of intangible assets in the accounting books of the organization. The most relevant intangible assets within the organization. Based on the classification of intangible assets into three groups, we selected four assets related to the human, structural, and relational capital respectively. To select these assets, we chose those considered most relevant in the works of Johanson et al. (2001) and Bukh et al. (2001) . Likewise we asked questions regarding the change in the consideration of intangible assets within their own organization over time and the possibility of incorporating the assets selected into the financial report.
Indicators.
From the works indicated above we chose a series of indicators referring to human, structural, and relational capital in order to determine whether they are currently used in Spanish firms. Logically, we allowed the financial directors to report other indicators that they use in their own organization and that were not included among the alternatives offered.
Intellectual capital report.
In this section we investigated the appropriateness of reflecting intangible resources in some type of report both externally and internally. In turn, we asked the financial directors whether they compiled some type of report; who, in their opinion, these reports should be prepared by, and what the reasons for producing a report of this nature would be. experience and professional outlook, technology of the productive process or service, continual innovation in the products offered, excellent relations with suppliers and others).
From the information thus gathered, we implemented a statistical treatment using the SPSS the computer program and analyzed the answers to each of the 25 items. We also established an analysis of principal components in the question relating to the reasons for compiling an intellectual capital report in order to summarize all 12 reasons proposed in just a few factors.
Results of the empirical study
Following the considerations and methodology referred to above, we proceeded to analyze the answers given in the questionnaires received. From that analysis, we obtained the following results that we divided into different points:
General aspects.
. The most relevant intangible assets within the organization. 
Decisive success factors.

General aspects
The first question referred to the consideration of the firm as a set of material resources or as a set of knowledge. The opinion of financial directors was investigated to pinpoint to what extent they considered their company as a set of knowledge; 66.7 percent did so, in keeping with the knowledge-based economy that seems to have replaced the industrial economy based on material resources of earlier decades. This opinion was absolute in the financing and insurances and new technologies sectors. Conversely, 20.5 percent of participants continued believing that their organizations were based more on material resources than on knowledge. A percentage of 7.7 percent stated both factors, and 5.1 percent failed to answer this question.
The second question, which refers to whether the intangible resources of the organizations are sufficiently reported in current financial statements, elicited a response that aroused some controversy. Thus, 82.1 percent of the financial directors of the firms admitted that these items are not sufficiently reported. By contrast, 17.9 percent believed that the financial statements, as designed at present, are sufficient. The first stance was mainly taken by financial directors from sectors such as financing and insurance (100 percent), new technologies (100 percent), energy and water (85.7 percent), and production industries (60 percent).
Another relevant aspect is how the firms account for intangible resources; here we obtained four types of answer:
(1) As expenses: 38.5 percent of the sample. This was the majority option in the financing and insurances (55.6 percent) and real estate (66.7 percent) sectors, among others. In order to determine the structure of the sample with regard to traditional intangible assets, the financial directors had to indicate the intangible assets that their companies had available. The percentages of firms that had each of the assets of the General Accounting Plan are shown in Table III .
The most relevant intangible assets within the organization To determine which intangible assets were most relevant within the organization, we analyzed four intangible resources related to human capital, and we proposed them to the financial directors to see whether they believed them to be relevant for their companies. Table IV shows the percentages of affirmative answers by sector and resource:
The responses also indicated four other resources related to structural capital (technology and processes), obtaining the results by sector-resource (percentage of firms of corresponding sector that consider the resource indicated relevant) that appear in Table V. Finally, we also proposed four intangible resources related to relational capital (relations of the firm with its environment). In this case, we obtained the results shown in Table VI (percentage of firms of the corresponding sector that consider the resource indicated relevant).
The next question alluded to the appropriateness of reflecting both customers' bases and the experience of the employees and the technology of the productive processes in financial reports. The majority response was negative (64.1 percent).
We also requested information concerning of the way of valuing the intangible resources considered previously. Half of the sample used accounting principles and To complete this part of the questionnaire, we asked whether the situation in the respective firm concerning the consideration and valuation of intangible assets had changed over time. The response was negative (56.4 percent), in comparison with 17 firms (43.6 percent) that had indeed changed their way of seeing intangible assets. Among the latter firms are those from the financing and insurance (55.6 percent) and energy and water (71.4 percent) sectors.
Indicators
From the intangible resources noted previously we proposed a series of possible indicators to measure and to manage resources, in the order in which they were indicated that they were used in their organizations. We left open the possibility of including other indicators used in the organizations. Table VII shows the percentages of firms of the sample, without distinction of sectors, that use each of the proposed indicators.
Among the indicators used by the firms that do not appear in those proposed, we would highlight the following:
. Employees' experience: employee history, training record, record and management by competence. Creativity: management by competence, number of proposals, quality circles, successfully developed products.
. Use of information technologies: expenses of information technologies by turnover, intranet.
. Production technology: production efficiency, measurements of the internal activity of processes, delay, ratio of different management strategies. Customer relationships: questionnaires and interviews, duration of contracts, surveys about degree of customer satisfaction, customer satisfaction, development of turnover by customers.
. Supplier relationships: access to extranet, purchases completed.
Finally, we asked the financial directors approximately how many indicators of intangible resources they used for management. The answers are summarized in Figure 2 .
Intellectual capital report
In this section of the questionnaire, we first asked whether the financial directors considered it suitable to reflect intangible assets on the balance sheet, in an additional report, in both, or in neither. The answers obtained are summarized in Figure 3 . In turn, we asked whether they produced some type of intellectual capital report, both in the external and in the internal area. The answers by sectors are shown in Table VIII .
Regarding the possibility that a report of these characteristics might involve revealing too much information to their competition, the majority response was "not necessarily" with a percentage of 71.8 percent (28 firms). The rest of the sample believed that such a report might indeed give away too much information to the competition.
Faced with the question of who should compile the intellectual capital report, the answers were highly varied. For 28.2 percent of the sample, this should be done by the human resources manager. A further 23.1 percent of the sample stated that the report Situation of intangible assets in Spanish firms should be produced by the chief executive; 12.8 percent affirmed that it should be provided by external consultants; and 10.3 percent stated that it should be compiled by the human resources manager in collaboration with the financial director. The rest of the sample (25.6 percent) was divided between chief executive with human resources managers; external with internal consultants; only internal consultants, or external consultants in cooperation with someone from chief executive. 
Intangible assets in documents
Finally, we proposed 12 possible reasons for compiling an intellectual capital report, for which the financial directors ranked them using a five-point Likert scale. Based on the corresponding calculations, the results are summarized in the Table IX. In order to summarize these 12 reasons in a series of explanatory factors, we applied principal component analysis (PCA). After obtaining a significant KMO (0.854) and verifying the measurements of adequacy of all 12 variables (all significant), we carried out a factorial analysis by PCA. In the principal matrix (without rotating) two components emerged, which together explained 66.635 percent of the total variance; this percentage can be considered acceptable for this type of study. We then performed a VARIMAX orthogonal rotation of the factors. The matrix of rotated components obtained is shown in Table X .
Attending to the significance of the loadings, we distributed the variables between both components of the following way:
. Component 1. Attract new employees, retain employees, improve customer relationships, demonstrate employee training, demonstrate human resources, improve supplier relationships, demonstrate innovation performed, and motivate innovation activities. In sum, we might refer to this component as "human relations and innovation" (56.07 percent of the total variance explained).
Sector External area
Internal area (%) (%) Component 2. Improve strategic planning, major facility to obtain bank loans, support to the firm's strategy and attract investors; the denomination of this component would be "firm's strategy and financing" (10.56 percent of the total variance explained).
Compilation of surveys
In this section we present the results of our investigation regarding the implementation of surveys to employees and customers.
In Table XI we summarize the affirmative answers by sector for the questions relating to the surveys that the firms undertook concerning its employees in order to value their opinions and perceptions, as well as the surveys on customers to take into consideration their opinions, degree of satisfaction, etc.
Regarding frequency, the firms that survey their employees normally do so annually (65 percent), whereas surveys on customers show more variety: 31.5 percent annually, 26.3 percent quarterly, 15.8 percent monthly, etc.
Decisive factors for success Finally, we asked the financial directors which factors they believed were decisive for the success of their companies. We proposed five possible factors related to those analyzed along the investigation, and also left open the possibility of including others. The proposed factors were: customer loyalty (CUSTOMERS), employee experience and their professional outlook (EMPLOYEES), technology of the productive process or service (TECHNOLOGY), continuous innovation in the products offered (INNOVATION), and an excellent relationship with the suppliers (SUPPLIERS). The respondents scored (from 1 to 5) each of these factors, and the average results are shown in Table XII . As a decisive factor of success in the energy and water sector, quality of service was also indicated.
Discussion of results
As shown in previously published results, the valuation of intangible assets is considered to be fundamental for today's companies, but Spanish firms do not reflect this opinion with their policy concerning the management of intangibles. For most firms (66.7 percent) it is considered to be more a set of knowledge. Also, a broader majority (82.1 percent) recognizes that the intangible assets of organizations are currently not sufficiently well reflected in existing financial statements.
Within their organizations, financial directors consider assets such as employee experiences (66.7 percent), teamwork capacity (66.7 percent), procedures and systems (61.5 percent), use of information technologies (52.8 percent), brand image (74.4 percent) and the customer relationships (79.5 percent) to be relevant. From these results we can confirm that according to the study of the most relevant intangible assets and to PCA, both relational and human capital are the assets considered to be determinant for companies.
Although financial directors recognize the insufficiency of current statements and the relevance of intangible assets, they do not believe it appropriate to reflect such assets in financial reports. The reason does not seem to be the giving away of excessive information to the competition (71.8 percent do not consider it to be dangerous from the strategic point of view). Nevertheless, it is only a minority of firms that have changed their vision of intangibles over time (43.6 percent).
Regarding the use of indicators, we suggest that their use is limited among the firms included in the sample. More than 80 percent of the sample firms do not use all 20 indicators, whereas the reports of Skandia and Celemi use 25 indicators. By contrast, there is a series of habitual indicators, widely used in Spanish practice, such as the number of years that the employees have been working in the firm and training costs per employee.
With regard to the possible compilation of intellectual capital reports, most firms think that the most suitable approach would be an additional report, although few of Situation of intangible assets in Spanish firms them actually produce such documents (12.8 percent in the external area; 30.8 percent in the internal area). Apparently, they would mainly produce them as system of support to the managerial strategy and for the purposes of managing human resources. On the other hand, regarding human resources managers, chief executive, consultants, etc., these do not agree about who should be responsible for producing such a report.
Regarding questionnaires, these are little used by the firms of the sample to measure and to manage their employees (35.9 percent); they are more frequently used for customer-related measurements (53.8 percent).
In most sectors of the sample, the experience and professional outlook of the employees and customer loyalty are considered to be the main factors of managerial success. Thus, innovation and, in particular, relations with suppliers remain in second place. This conclusion is consistent with those indicated previously.
Conclusions
In the present work we have attempted to gain insight into the treatment of intangible assets. It has been argued that these provide the basis of competitive advantage and hence their valuation and management are key to designing company strategy. Starting with the problem of their definition, we have studied the different possibilities of classification, the problems arising in valuation, and the different forms of management and diffusion.
Our empirical work has attempted to study the perceptions of the executives of Spanish firms about the valuation of these intangibles, their presentation in documents (balance, intellectual capital report, etc), and the use of indicators for their management. We have highlighted the change of vision within companies, the view of their managers now being that companies should knowledge-based, and the insufficiency of current financial statements. Nevertheless, the financial directors do not believe it appropriate to include factors as such customer bases, employee experience, and the technology of the productive processes in balance sheets, and many of them have not changed their valuation and consideration of intangible assets. Indeed, the majority consider R&D and software application expenses as intangibles. However, they also recognize employee experience, teamwork capacity, procedures and systems, brand image, and customer relationships as relevant intangibles. To value the new intangibles, they use only a small number of indicators, unlike Swedish and Danish firms. Even though they would be prepared to use additional reports produced by the human resources manager or the chief executive, to provide information about intangibles few of them actually produce such documents. They admit that this would enable them principally to improve employee and customer relationships and to help managerial strategy. Customer loyalty and employee experience are the main factors to considered essential for the success of companies.
From the results obtained, we believe it is possible to infer that the trend in Spanish companies regarding intangible assets is to improve their information about these, especially in the case of large companies. Up until a few years ago, Spanish companies only provided information about the traditional intangible assets of the General Accounting Plan (R&D expenses, goodwill, leasing rights, computer applications, etc.) since there had never been any law stipulating the obligation of Spanish firms to present further information. In our opinion, this may have acted as a barrier to more reporting about intangibles since, according to Chaminade and Johanson (2002): . . . the Spanish firms should be clearly in favour of a more uniform and regulated framework detailed instructions on how to implement the Intellectual Capital management and disclosure system to ensure comparability and caution in the measurement of Intellectual Capital.
Contributing to this improvement to the diffusion of the information about intangibles is the Meritum Project, in which the guidelines for managing and reporting on intangibles are established. That Project has helped Spanish firms to have more knowledge about the issue and to establish an information model concerning such assets. We anticipate that in the future great store will be set in what is stipulated in the White Paper for the Reform of Accounting in Spain, compiled by the ICAC, which recommends the promotion of the design of indicators able to reflect the status of intangible assets forming part of companies' patrimony and that such indicators should be given publicity and should be standardized among companies that, on a voluntary basis, wish to use them in their financial information so that one of the relevant types of information to be included in annual reports will be related to information about intangibles.
In sum, many questions concerning the matter of intangible assets remain unanswered. In this sense, we must first seek homogeneous and comparable indicators and outline a model for the documentary presentation of intangible assets. In particular, international organizations should be mobilized so that in the future valuations of the market and of accounting books will not be so heterogeneous.
Note
1. The term reasonable value refers to the price of exchange (if an active market exists) or the amount that can be satisfied by the assets in a free transaction between a buyer and a seller.
